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Nelson P. Valdes * For more than 30 years, it has been an unquestioned assumption in US politics
that Fidel Castro will have to go. The disintegration of the Soviet Union and the drastic changes
which swept Eastern Europe have left the island regime "dangling by a thread." Politicians in
Washington seem convinced that the Castro government has little time left. On this basis, they
support a policy of isolation aimed at hastening the arrival of "post-Castro Cuba." The Clinton
administration says it seeks a market economy and political democracy in a Cuba without the Castro
brothers. But the White House has made it clear that it would like to avoid a "violent transition." As
Robert S. Gelbard, deputy assistant secretary of state for inter- American affairs declared recently
before the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence, if the anti-Castro struggle turns violent, the
situation could create "severe risks" for the US. A violent upheaval or civil war could quickly
thrust the possibility of direct US military intervention onto the agenda. At least for now, this is a
prospect many in Washington would like to avoid. Yet the current policy of progressively squeezing
the Cuban economy through the embargo seems destined to have two major unintended results:
political instability with bloodshed, and creation of a large pool of potential economic refugees. A
veritable industry of "imagining Cuba after Fidel" is now flourishing. The media, academics, and
government officials increasingly refer to the "post Castro transition," without any sense of what
is actually happening on the island. Projections are made on how much capital the country will
need "after the fall," while some enterprising Cuban Americans have already cut deals on which
pieces of profitable real estate, as well as which businesses, should be parcelled out. Meanwhile,
special planning boards discuss the potential costs of financing large-scale migration from Florida
to Cuba. In survey after survey, Cubans in Miami and elsewhere are asked if and when they would
be willing to go back to their homeland. No one seems interested in finding out what Cubans on the
island think; what they would do under the same circumstances. My own fairly long acquaintance
with the island suggests that a post-Castro Cuba could lead to an immediate and massive illegal
migration to the United States. Moreover, at least 70% of all Cuban Americans residing in the US
have declared that they would be interested in visiting Cuba, but have no intention of taking up
permanent residence on the island. Most Cuban Americans would instead want to bring their
relatives to the United States, where they would clearly enjoy a higher standard of living. As the
Cuban economy worsens, these trends will accelerate. Cuban economic output has dropped to
unheard of levels. Since 1989, import capacity has dropped by nearly 75%; the total value of imports
fell from US$8.1 billion in 1989 to US$2.2 billion last year. On the streets, widespread shortages have
made life exceedingly difficult. And there is no prospect that the situation will change significantly
in the immediate future, regardless of who might be in charge of the Cuban government. Even if
it wanted to, the exile community could not generate sufficient capital to rebuild the economy in
the short term. Would Congress vote to have US taxpayers foot the bill? Private foreign capital,
under the best of scenarios, could pump in US$1 billion a year, but a stable political climate would
be necessary. None of these look like very realistic scenarios. For Cubans living in Cuba, there
have been two roads to a better life: either join the ranks of the revolution or migrate to the United
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States. As the revolution becomes increasingly unable to deliver the goods, and the exiles continue
to boast about their own way of life, Cubans just like their neighbors in the rest of the Caribbean
dream of the day when they might reach the shores of Florida. But migrants are not merely the
consequence of domestic factors that push people away from their own country. The United States,
with its vision of prosperity, also beckons. For more than 30 years, ideological bombardment from
Washington has presented the United States to Cubans as a better model. Meanwhile, Cubans of all
ages have internalized the belief that they are entitled to free health, free education, subsidized food,
and numerous other social benefits. To many Cubans, the powerful neighbor to the North must
now deliver what the revolution cannot. A post-Castro Cuba will have many economic problems,
social conflicts, and political upheavals. In the absence of tranquility, peace and a rapidly expanding
economy, people will again look to the North. Future Cuban migration is a problem in the making.
And the magnitude of this problem has not yet been fathomed by US policymakers. Little or no
discussion is taking place on this issue. Foreign policy assumptions and methods need to be reexamined in the case of Cuba. It is possible to seek a more open political system, respect for civil and
political rights, and an expanding private sector without pursuing a policy of economic isolation.
US policy toward Cuba has been shortsighted. Washington needs to seriously look at the embargo
and to evaluate the long-term costs the US will pay for a policy based on economic blackmail. Today,
with Fidel Castro still in power, a profound transition is taking place inside the country. Cuba is
moving toward a mixed economy, with an emerging and strong foreign investment component.
A civil society is also emerging. New social spaces are opening up as the power of the centralized
state disintegrates. Perhaps this transition could take place at a faster pace, but it is happening
nonetheless. Policymakers in Washington, however, seem bent on hindering this transition, rather
than assisting it. For now, the US still has an opportunity to help the Cuban authorities in this
process of change. It is in the interests of the United States to do so because it would lead to a
different type of Cuban economy and political system, while avoiding all the costs of upheaval.
Recently, President Clinton declared that US borders "leak like a sieve." If US policy toward Cuba
remains unchanged and Fidel Castro is finally overthrown, migration from Cuba will be greater than
at any time before. The sieve will have a new leak. * The author is the Director of the Latin America
Data Base. He was in Cuba from May through July.

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 2

